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WOMEN'S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION IN
DEVELOPING AND DEMOCRATIZING COUNTRIES:
FOCUS ON ZIMBABWE
Stacy R. Sandusky*
I. INTRODUCTION
Women have, at some point in history, been excluded from
every government and, more generally, politics universally around
the world. This may in part be due to the public/ private distinction
that has been drawn to explain women's role in society, particularly
traditional societies. Yet even in developed Western societies, just as
in less developed traditional non-Western societies women's political
participation has been remarkably low. Political participation by
women is somewhat greater in developed countries, but this was not
achieved without a struggle.
This is the struggle in which many non-Western, particularly
African and Latin American, countries have been engaged. The fall
of communism and dictatorships around the world, and countries
otherwise gaining independence, have left new democracies abruptly
confronted with many issues of democratization and the difficulties
of fully incorporating the whole population of a society into the
government. Certainly such democratization and the incorporation
of society is often resisted by the government itself, but civil society
inevitably struggles to achieve greater democracy for itself.
Zimbabwe provides a prime example of a country in the
process of furthering the incorporation of democratic ideals and the
struggle to increase women's political participation: it is currently in
" Candidate, J.D. Spring 1999, University at Buffalo, School of Law; B.A. 1995,
State University of New York at Binghamton. This article was the result of
research done with the Legal Resources Foundation, Zimbabwe made possible
through the Human Rights Center at the University at Buffalo School of Law. The
author wishes to thank the Bulawayo and Harare Legal Project Centres for the
unique educational experience offered through the internship by sharing awareness
of their work and broader human rights concerns in Zimbabwe. The author also
wishes to thank Professor Makau Mutua, her parents, family and friends for their
support not only in the writing of this article, but also the overall learning
experiences that helped to give life to this article.
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the process of debating the democratic reform of its constitution. The
Constitution was written when Zimbabwe gained its independence
from the British in 1980 and is the product of the Lancaster House
Process which established an elected government based on the
Westminster model. It guaranteed whites 100 seats in Parliament for
at least seven years after independence. This process was a combined
effort between the British and the leaders of the independence
movement. The resulting document was intended to be transitional,
similar to those used in other former British colonies. Many of the
other former colonies have already adapted their constitutions to
respond to the current political and social situations -- something that
the British designed constitution did not adequately address.
Prior to independence, nationalist politics in Zimbabwe were
focused on the fight against white colonial power. Today, the
struggle has become internal, between different ethnic groups within
Zimbabwe. The government seeks to eliminate political opposition
from "outsiders." Women, in particular, are seen as "outsiders" and
they therefore face sizable obstacles to political participation in
Zimbabwe. Women's exclusion from the political arena has been
associated with, and is perpetuated by, their outsider status. For
example, women are used as scapegoats, receiving blame for social
ills such as prostitution, abortion and AIDS. Blaming women for
these ills has resulted in increased domestic violence, which in turn
further inhibits women from exercising their political rights.
In attempting democratic reform, it is important for the
process to be inclusive, to include the whole population of
Zimbabwe. Inclusion of all society's voices is critical to the
legitimacy of constitutional reform and the Constitution as the central
instrument of a legitimate government. It is critical to include women
in the reform process. Currently, women are not politically active in
Zimbabwe. Therefore, it is important to consider how women can be
mobilized to participate so that their interests are represented in the
new Constitution. This note will confront the issue of women's
political participation in Zimbabwe, focusing on increasing women's
participation in the reform process by drawing from women's
experiences worldwide. First, this note deals with some of the
theoretical issues of feminism in developing countries in relation to
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women's political participation. Second, the status of women's rights
in international instruments, civil and political rights instruments in
particular, will be presented. Third, examples from other countries
where women have been successfully mobilized and included in
reform efforts will be presented as illustrations of how Zimbabwe
may try to mobilize women in the constitutional reform debate. This
analysis not only has implications for Zimbabwe, but is also useful
for addressing the concerns of women's political participation in a
broader context and in other countries.
II. PRINCIPLES
It is necessary, in order to achieve legitimacy in constitutional
reform, to mobilize the traditionally marginalized groups, specifically
women.' One valuable theory to consider regarding women's
mobilization is feminism. It is often argued that it is improper to
apply Western values such as feminism to non-Western countries
because non-Western cultures place a greater emphasis on the
community than on the individual. Conversely, it has been argued
that feminism does not impose Western values upon societies in non-
Western countries, rather it opens up options that enable women (in
both Western and non-Western countries) to become 'cultural
participants' rather than cultural victims. Feminism empowers
women, thus enabling them to participate in the culture rather than
simply be subjected to it.2
Furthermore, it has been argued that Western feminist theory
has an inherent flaw rendering it inapplicable to Third World
countries because it assumes that men are responsible for the
oppression of women. Although it is true that both men and women
have been oppressed by colonialism in third world countries, women
' See Ayala de Alneida Rocha, Brazil: Women in the Rural Sector, in
EMPOWERMENT AND THE LAW: STRATEGIES OF THIRD WORLD WOMEN, 279
(Margaret Schuler, ed., 1986).
2 See Nancy Kim, Toward a Feminist Theory of Human Rights: Straddling the
Fence Between Western Imperialism and Uncritical Absolutism, 25 COLUM. HUM.
RTs. L. REv. 49 (1993).
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are more vulnerable to oppression and exploitation resulting from
capitalism and mal-development Colonialism not only resulted in
the abuse of colonized women by the British, but additionally by
colonized men as a reaction to colonialism, who in turn reasserted
their own power over "their" women.4 Colonial rule further impeded
efforts by women to assert their interests in nationalist movements
and often had to choose between their own gender concerns and their
concerns as colonized people fighting for independence. 5
Additionally, it has also been theorized that "it is the Western
male-dominated science that causes the marginalization of women in
non-Western communities and destruction ofnature."6 Disconnecting
women's problems from their social, economic, and political context,
however, only alienates women.7 African women argue that they
have their own ideas about feminism and those ideas are not merely
Western imports that are inappropriate for African society. They
have developed their own views of women's position in society and
seek to advance these interests. Furthermore, feminist theory makes
a valuable contribution to issues of mobilizing women for political
change in that its multi-perspective approach to human rights8
"enables women to challenge existing conditions in their own cultures
as male-biased, gender oppressive and unfair."9 Regardless of the
differences between Western and non-Western feminist theories, they
both face the challenges of structures that permit male domination,
though the form may differ from one society to another.'
3 See The Westernization of the Women's Movement, 3 AFR. L. REv. 16 (1992).4 See Hilary Charlesworth et al., Feminist Approaches to International Law, 85
AM. J.INT'LL. 613, 619 (1991).
5 See id. at 620.
6 The Westernization of the Women's Movement, supra note 3, at 17.
7 See id. at 20.:
' This refers to the three strains of feminist theory considered in this article, those
being liberal feminism, radical feminism, and social/psychoanalytical feminism.
There are however, other strains of feminist theory which do come into play in the
whole of feminist theory. These include: Marxist feminism, socialist feminism,
existentialist feminism and post modem feminism. See id.
9 See Kim, supra note 2, at 104-5.
"0 See Charlesworth, supra note 4, at 621.
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It is important to consider the context of not only women's
political participation, but also what women's roles have been
historically. The role of women as conceived by customary law, for
example, was different before colonization than after independence.
The imposition of colonialism essentially rendered customary law
ineffective. This in turn rendered women invisible." "Colonial
acceleration... has had a corrosive effect not only on the African
family structure, but also on the indigenous social, political and
economic institutions which served that dynamic cultural order within
which the family is situated.' ' 12 Thus, the role women played in the
political system was drastically affected by colonial rule.
Whilst it is acceptable that equality in the Western
sense may not be the answer to the problems
confronted by women under customary law and that
ways have to be found of preserving African values
without depersonalizing women, we cannot ignore the
fact that the values which we have in our traditional
societies have been distorted as a result of years of
apartheid.13
The focus, therefore, was on rights and equality in the broadest sense,
so that the differences between the groups would not be apparent, and
would not strain the unification effort.
" See Yvonne Mokgoro, Customary Law, Human Rights, and the Position of
Women in Africa, in HUMAN RIGHTS AND DEMOCRACY IN SOUTHERN AFRICA, 182,
182-183.
12 Id. at 183.
13 Bience Gawanas, Using Law Reform as a Strategy Towards Promoting a
Gender-Sensitive Human Rights Culture in Namibia, in HUMAN RIGHTS AND
DEMOCRACY IN SOUTHERN AFRICA 144, 149 (Papers presented at the Conference:
Cultivating Co-operation amongst Human Rights Institutions in the UNITWIN
Network in Southern Africa, Windhoek, 1998).
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III. WOMEN'S POLITICAL RIGHTS IN INTERNATIONAL
INSTRUMENTS
14
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights provides that
"[e]veryone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this
Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as... sex ......
The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR)15
similarly provides that the rights shall be recognized without
distinction, such as to sex.' 6 It further provides that each State Party
"undertakes to take the necessary steps, in accordance with its
constitutional processes and with the provisions of the present
covenant, to adopt such legislative or other measures as may be
necessary to give effect to the rights recognized in the present
Covenant." 1 7 The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action 18
provides that the:
[H]uman rights of women and of the girl-child are an
inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal
human rights. The full and equal participation of
women in political, civil, economic, social, and
cultural life, at the national, regional and international
levels, and the eradication of all forms of
discrimination on grounds of sex are priority
'4 To date Zimbabwe has acceded to the following international instruments:
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (5/13/91), the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (5/13/91), the Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (5/13/91), and the
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination
(5/13/91). It has ratified the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights
(3/22/95).
15 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, adopted Dec. 16, 1966,
G.A. Res. 2200 (XXI), U.N. GAOR, 21st Sess., Supp. No. 16, U.N. Doc. A/6316
(1966), 999 U.N.T.S. 171 (entered into force March 23, 1976) [hereinafter ICCPR].
16 See id. art. 2(1).
17 Id. art. 2(2).
"8 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, U.N. World Conference on
Human Rights, Vienna 1993, 14 HuM. RTs. L.J. 352 (1993).
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objectives of the international community.1 9
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)20 is dedicated to
denouncing discrimination against women in all forms, and provides
that States Parties shall embody this principle of equality in their
national constitutions. 21 Article 7 of CEDAW provides that:
States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to
eliminate discrimination against women in the
political and public life of the country and, in
particular, shall ensure to women, on equal terms with
men, the right:
a. To vote in all elections and public referenda and to
be eligible for election to all publicly elected bodies;
b. To participate in the formulation of government
policy and the implementation thereof and to hold
public office and perform all public functions at all
levels of government;
c. To participate in non-governmental organizations
and associations concerned with the public and
political life of the country.22
Although Zimbabwe has acceded to both the ICCPR and CEDAW,
it has not taken sufficient action to fully implement these conventions
within the national law, nor has it embodied the principles in its own
Constitution.23 "The obligations arising under CEDAW Article 1 and
19 Id.
20 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women, adopted 18 Dec. 1979, G.A. Res. 34/180, U.N. GAOR, 34th Sess.,
Supp. No. 46, at 193, U.N. Doc. A/34/36 (1980) (entered into force 3 Sept.
1981), reprinted in 19 I.L.M. 33 (1980).
21 See id.
2 Id. art. 7.
2 Women were implicitly granted the right to vote under the Legal Age of
Majority Act, but the wording of this Act made no specific reference to granting
women specifically the right to vote, rather it reduced the voting age of allpersons
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Article 7 are not limited to the provision of formal equality - equality
on paper... They could certainly include the divising [sic] of quotas
for women's participation." ' 4
Beyond merely being granted the right to vote, public policy
should encourage women to exercise that right.25  The Nairobi
Forward Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women, an
effort by the U.N. to address women's rights and status, includes
sections that are devoted to equality in political participation and
decision-making.2 6 It states that governments should "intensify
efforts to stimulate and ensure equality of participation by women,"27
and should "effectively secure participation of women in decision-
making processes . . . [including] [s]pecial activities should be
undertaken to increase the recruitment, nomination and promotion of
women."2' 8 These objectives are targeted at women's participation at
local, state, national and international levels.
IV. FACTORS AFFECTING WOMEN'S POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
There are many factors which affect women's political
participation. These include traditional thinking and customary law,
poverty, fear, lack of education, and racial and economic
impediments. These factors will be discussed in turn.
from 21 to 18 years of age. Stronger language, with specific reference to women,
would more concretely guarantee this right.
24 Hilary Charlesworth, Feminist Critiques of International Law and the Critics,
1994-95 THIRD WORLD LEGAL STUD. 1, 8.
25 See Women and Politics in Decision-Making in the Late Twentieth Century: A
United Nations Study, UN Office at Vienna Centre for Social Development and
Humanitarian Affairs 6 (1992).
26 See id.
27 Id. Nairobi Forward-Looking Strategies for the Advancement of Women
United Nations Decade for Women: Equality, Development and Peace, in Nairobi,
Kenya, July 15-26, 1985. U.N. Doc.,.A/Conf. 116/28 at para. 86. (1985).
28 id.
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A. Traditional Thinking and Customary Law
The largest impediment to the realization of true equality of
women in Zimbabwe is traditional thinking and customary law. The
Constitution includes an additional, not immediately apparent
limitation on rights, particularly women's rights. It provides, under
the section regarding discrimination, including discrimination on the
grounds of gender, that there can be no discriminatory laws except
those relating to the application of African customary law. 9
Therefore, nothing in the Constitution should be held to be in
violation of customary law. In the case of a conflict, the Constitution,
and thereby women's rights, give way to customary law. Traditional
law is extremely repressive to women, forcing them into the status of
dependents. This constitutional provision is in violation of Article 5
of CEDAW which provides:
States Parties shall take all appropriate measures:
a. To modify the social and cultural patterns of
conduct of men and women, with a view to achieving
the elimination of prejudices and customary and all
other practices which are based on the idea of the
inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or
on stereotyped roles for men and women. °
In order to fulfill its obligation to implement all principles of
CEDAW, the government would have to modify the constitutional
provision regarding constitutional law and customary law, to make
constitutional law paramount to all other laws, in all aspects of the
law, including customary and traditional law. Ethiopia included such
a provision in its supremacy clause, providing that "[tihe Constitution
is the supreme law of the land. Any law, customary practice, [or] an
act of an agency of government or official that contravenes the
29 ZIMBABWE CONST., § 23 (3) (b).
30 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,
supra note 20, art. 5.
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Constitution is invalid."3'
Full implementation of this article would require moving
beyond the altering of a constitutional provision in order to reach the
root of the problem: the impressions of general society towards
women. Substantive meaning has to be given to the principle, by
guaranteeing the administration as well as the letter of the law.
Commissions would need to be established to eradicate the pervasive
discrimination that exists in all spheres of society. Some countries
have sought to achieve the elimination of gender discrimination by
establishing gender commissions that ensure that women understand
their rights by developing programs to advance their realization of
such rights.
In Zimbabwe, the newly independent government included
the establishment of the Ministry of Community Development and
Women's Affairs (MCDWA) which was responsible for facilitating
the involvement of women in national development through the
removal of all legal, cultural, and socio-economic barriers that hinder
the political participation of women.32 However, due to the strong
connection of the party and the state, MCDWA was intermingled
with ZANU(PF)33 Women's League, forcing its mandate to shift from
social welfare to party mobilization, thus hindering the ministry's
efforts. In 1990, the Department of Women's Affairs was moved
from the Ministry of Cooperative and Community Development to
the Ministry of Political Affairs. There its purpose was redefined to
focus on the political mobilization of women and was seen, due to its
close ties to ZANU(PF), as attempting to curb the newly emerging
'power' of women in the political arena.34 Since independence,
through MCDWA, the government has advocated that women
31 Constitution of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, Dec 8, 1994, art.
9 (1), reprinted in HUMAN RIGHTS LAW IN AFRICA 1996, 118, 119 (1996).
32 See Sita Ranchod-Nilsson, Zimbabwe: Women, Cultural Crisis, and the
Reconfiguration of the One-Party State, in THE AFRICAN STATE AT A CRITICAL
JUNCTURE: BETWEEN DISINTEGRATION AND RECONFIGURATION 255, 265. (1998).
3 Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU(PF)) is the ruling party in a de facto
one party state. It uses fear and intimidation to repress political opposition.
34 See Ranchod-Nilsson, supra note 32, at 268.
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become more closely tied to the traditional customs and African
identity, focusing on strengthening family ties, the family unit, and
women's role as mothers, in order to preserve culture and perpetuate
the national identity.35
In Zimbabwe, a department has been established within the
Office of the President to monitor the implementation of the gender
policy, yet the policy itself has not yet been completed. Originally an
independent gender affairs agency existed, but this was eliminated
and the duties were brought under the purview of the President's
office; An independent commission with the authority to develop
policy and make recommendations, rather than exist as a puppet of
the president, is necessary to give full effect to this part of the article.
B. Poverty
Poverty and lack of education negatively impact people's
ability to exercise civil liberties. The prevention of the rights of
freedom of speech, freedom of association and assembly, and
political participation often paralyzes the socio-economic design,
mobilizing power, and the implementation of these rights in turn
further frustrates the reform effort.36  This illustrates why
guaranteeing certain basic liberties at the outset may be necessary to
hold a meaningful debate on constitutional reform. People whose
focus must be on meeting their basic daily needs have little time for
political participation, nor do they always readily see the connection
between their political participation and their social status.
However, this reasoning is marked by a degree of circularity:
constitutional reform is necessary to grant and protect human rights,
yet these participatory rights are required in order to hold a
comprehensive debate on constitutional reform with the inclusion of
the voices of marginalized groups.
35 See id. at 272.
36 See Reginald H. Green, Participatory Pluralism and Pervasive Poverty, 1989
THIRD WORLD LEGAL STUD. 21, 29.
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C. Fear in Zimbabwe
People in Zimbabwe have a fear of political activity as a result
of the misuse of power by the ruling party after independence. Under
the Emergency Powers Regulations37 during the 1980s individuals'
rights to freedom of expression, association, and movement were
severely restrained, as well as personal liberty, freedom from
arbitrary search or entry and freedom from discrimination.
Furthermore, these regulations "were used to ban political parties and
meetings, detain people without trial for indefinite periods, and
enforce extensive curfews. '38 During that period, people were forced
to attend ZANU(PF) rallies where alleged political opponents were
paraded in front of crowds to be ridiculed, beaten and coerced to join
the party.39 The violent activity of the 5th Brigade during that time
has created fear so deep in the hearts of Zimbabwean citizens that
they feel exercising their rights is not only futile but dangerous.
D. Education
Education is very much the key to including society's
traditionally non-participating groups in a successful reform effort.
The constitution can be used as a tool for educating women in
particular, but also society in general, about women's place in
society.4° "[K]nowledge must be generated and shared... if people
are to be encouraged to act in other ways to organize themselves to
protect or promote their interests, they must gain knowledge of ways
to do this, and they must have access to all relevant information.' 4
37 See LAW AND ORDER (Maintenance) ACT 11:07.
3' THE CATHOLIC COMMISSION FOR JUSTICE AND PEACE IN ZIMBABWE & THE
LEGAL RESOURCES FOUNDATION, Breaking the Silence: Building True Peace: A
Report on the Disturbances in Matabeleland and the Midlands 1980-1988 26
(1997) [hereinafter Matabeleland Report].
39 See id. at 54.
40 See Martha Morgan, Founding Mothers: Women's Voices and Stories in the
1987 Nicaraguan Constitution, 70 B.U. L. REV. 1, 69-70 (1990).
41 James C.N. Paul, Rural Development, Human Rights, and Constitutional Orders
in Sub-Saharan Afi'ca, 1989 THIRD WORLD LEGAL STUD. 57, 57.
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In this way, constitutional reform is a function of change for women
in society. Teaching women about the constitution and its relevance
in their lives will help, not only to develop a more representative
constitution, but also to set in motion changes in societal thinking
about the role of women. Education may consist merely of seminars,
but to reach a broader base of the population, a general dissemination
of written information may be useful, such as pamphlets or other
medium such as radio and television announcements. Knowledge is
the crucial link to the effective empowerment ofmarginalized groups.
Another explanation for women's low political participation
argues that it is the place women are forced to hold in society which
renders them less skilled in political activities such as lobbying and
engaging in law reform.42 Education is the key to remedying this
situation. Educating women on different forms of participation and
how to participate effectively will begin to address this lack of skills.
After learning about the political process and their current and
potential place within it, women will be able to. participate and
increase their skills further through that initial participation.
In order to include women in the constitutional debate, the
debate must be structured in terms that women will be able to
understand, since:
[T]he presentation of law reform proposals and terms
of reference in legal language means that these are..
. inaccessible . . . [and w]omen are required to
respond within a framework that does not coincide
with the contours of their own experiences of the
problem. This will either preclude their responses,
force them to alter their responses or result in
responses that do no meet the requirements of the
reformers.43
42 See Beth Goldblatt, A Feminist Perspective on the Law Reform Process: An
Evaluation ofAttempts to Establish a Family Court in South Africa, 13 S. AFR. J.
HuM. RTS. 373, 379 (1997).
41 id. at 378.
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What this means in concrete terms is that the debate must be relevant
to women's lives. They must understand what effect the Constitution
has on theit everyday lives and why these rights are important. The
reforms must draw upon the concrete experiences of women's lives
in order to make a difference in their lives.44 A rural, uneducated
woman may not see the relationship between being given the right to
vote and improving her socio-economic situation. When it can be
shown how a change in government administration may result in a
change in economic policies which could have the effect of
stabilizing the prices of the food she must buy to feed her children,
she may begin to understand the connection. Illustratively,
Nicaraguan feminists similarly recognized the need to enable women
to relate to the cause. They sought to translate the constitutional
process into a language that was familiar to all women, by creating
images of the constitution as the "Mother Law" from which all the
ordinary laws came.45
E. Racial and Economic Factors
Impediments to political participation may be compounded by
racial and economic factors. This was seen in the context of South
African women where "[t]he legal sphere of the public realm is one
of the most unaccessible for disadvantaged groups ... the added
factor of a history of racial exclusion... means that for black women,
particularly those who are poor, involvement in law reform is both
rare and extremely difficult., 46
Economic factors come into play as well, keeping women
from fully exercising political participation rights even if they are
fully guaranteed:
In general, women are poorer and less financially
independent than men ... women have less time
than men do to be 'active' citizens ... [they] are
" See id. at 399.
4* See Morgan, supra note 40, at 19.
46 Goldblatt, supra note 42, at 376-77.
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responsible for most of the caring for children, the
disabled and the elderly. Lack of time has much to do
with the unequal distribution of household work...
[and o]ther factors which contribute to women's lack
of access to the public sphere are the limited
availability of transport and their fear of violence
outside the home.47
These factors impede women's political participation and keep
women from realizing their full citizenship rights. It is necessary to
address these obstacles by removing them to allow for the full
realization of these rights. Possibilities for removing these obstacles
include the provision of child care facilities, the creation of safer
public places and improvement of women's access to education.48
Employment and other resources may begin to empower
women to resist their 'public' and 'private' oppression and "lift their
voices out of the silences."49 Zimbabwe has already begun to remove
some of the legal obstacles to citizenship. For example, women's
right to vote was recognized in the Legal Age of Majority Act as well
as declaring women eligible to hold public office.50 However, these
structural changes fall short of what is needed. Merely granting
suffrage is insufficient to address the full realization of these political
rights. There still exists a gender bias against women that keeps them
out of the political arena. Gender commissions need to be established
to work toward increasing women's participation."
47 Id. at 377.
41 See id. at 399.
49 Id.
50 See Legal Age of Majority Act, 15/1982, repealed Legal Age of Majority Act
Chapter 46, which lowered the age of majority from 21 to 18 and granted full
citizenship to women.
5' A gender affairs office has been planned but it has not been fully established
nor become functional yet.
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V. EXAMPLES OF MOBILIZATION EFFORTS IN DEVELOPING
COUNTRIES
Women around the world have encountered similar struggles
in terms of human rights. Revolutions frequently mobilize an entire
population against a government, men and women alike. However,
when the political upheaval begins to settle, the demands that women
made are silenced by more important or more pressing issues.
Oftentimes women do not have their voices heard separately during
political uprisings since they perceive that it is more important to
express the issues of the people as a whole, not as their separate
identities. It is thought that individual issues are more appropriately
addressed after power is gained, and solidarity is needed to overcome
the existing oppressive regime. This experience is common to many
groups of women around the globe. For this reason, it is helpful to
consider the experiences of women's movements in other countries.
A. The Nicaraguan Experience
It is useful to consider the efforts of other countries which
have sought to include women in the constitutional reform process.
Although the experiences of a Latin American country will be very
different from that of an African country, it is still helpful to see how
one country was able to succeed in including women's voices in the
writing of a new constitution. There are some similarities between
the two cultures that do help to enlighten the movement in
Zimbabwe. For example, it is often argued that it is inappropriate to
impose Western feminist theories on non-Western countries,
specifically in reference to ideas of communalism versus
individualism. Western feminist theory is focused on women as
individuals, which is not consonant with the communal nature
common to both Zimbabwe and Nicaragua. However, in Nicaragua
the women were able to reconcile some of these differences by
developing a rationale for women's rights in the community tradition.
Women in Nicaragua felt they had a right to be included in the
debate on rights because they had identified with the Sandanista
National Liberta Front during the overthrow of the Somoza
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dictatorship. 2 The women in Nicaragua participated in the
revolution. Afterward, the Sandanista government announced its
commitment to the elimination of discrimination against women and
the establishment of political, economic and cultural equality between
women and men. 3 The same result should follow in Zimbabwe,
since women fought alongside men in the Independence Movement;
however, such advancement has yet to develop.
The importance of the inclusion of the voices of the masses
was recognized at the outset of the Nicaraguan constitutional process.
When the constitutional process began women's voices were included
in the debate. A Special Commission was established, including a
consultation arrangement where the public was asked to participate
directly in the process. This consultation process took a two step
approach. First, leaders of political parties, unions, business
organizations, professional guilds, religious, women's and youth
groups were invited to appear before the Commission to present their
views and proposals on the constitution. Second, cabildos abiertos,
open forums, were held where the public was invited to participate to
voice their sentiments regarding the Constitution. The cabildos are
a tradition in Latin America. Their origin can be traced back to
medieval Spain, where people took part in town meetings. 4 Some of
the fora for the constitutional process were targeted specifically at
women.
In the constitutional reform process in Nicaragua, women
argued that it was necessary for the constitution to explicitly provide
for a woman's right to participate in politics, otherwise men would
threaten women and refuse to allow them to participate.55 Consistent
with this assertion, Nicaraguan women fought for language in the
constitution guaranteeing unconditional equality among Nicaraguans
in the enjoyment of political rights. 6  The clause specifically
provides that:
52 See Morgan, supra note 40, at 11.
51 See id.
-4 See id. atn.80.
5 See id. at 32.
56 See id. at 33.
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In the exercise of these rights and in the fulfillment of
these responsibilities and obligations, there exists
absolute equality between men and women
[furthermore] it is the obligation of the state to
remove the obstacles that impede effective
participation of Nicaraguans in the political,
economic, and social life of the country.57
The Constitution's chapter on political rights explicitly mentions
women as one of the groups which "have the right to form
organizations in order to realize their aspirations according to their
own interests, without discrimination, and to participate in the
construction of a new society. '58 Furthermore, the Constitution was
seen as not only a guarantee of these human rights for women, but
also as a tool for educating women about women's position in
society.59  The Constitution also sought to facilitate the
democratization of the family, as well as all of Nicaraguan society.
Latin American feminists have argued that "the supposed
political apathy of women is not apathy at all but 'another political
culture that has different forms of expression, that is manifested in a
language of more concrete, day-to-day, and personalized
categories." '60 The suggestion is that women have a distinctly non-
traditional form of political expression that those considered to be
traditional. We must identify those types of expression and include
them in the debate. In Nicaragua it was recognized that "women's
political participation is an extension of their domestic roles.",
61
According to feminist theorists, one of the key insights is that in order
to make a difference in women's lives, reforms need to draw upon
women's concrete experiences.62 Women must realize that in order
to improve their position as women, they must first fight against the
NICARAGUAN CONST. art 48.
5 Morgan, supra note 40, at 34.
59 See id. at 69-70.
60 Id. at 8.
61 Id. at 6.
62 See Goldblatt, supra note 42, at 399.
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establishment that oppresses people as a whole. After they work with
the rest of the population to struggle against those forms of
domination that exist in society, they can then concentrate on and
work to end the oppression they suffer specifically as women.
B. The Ugandan Experience
Women in Uganda have experienced significant
improvements in human rights, specifically human rights under the
National Resistance Movement (NRM) government under the 1995
Constitution. Illustrative of this, in 1994, a woman was appointed to
the position of Vice-President. The Ugandan Constitution explicitly
provides that the rights and guarantees provided in it "shall be given
full effect through the adoption of policies and development
programmes that promote the rights of disadvantaged groups and
communities in the Ugandan society, especially women, the elderly,
children, peasants, workers, orphans, the sick and the disabled.
' 63
Furthermore, Section 14 of the Constitution provides that:
(1) The State shall recognize the significant role of
women in society and provide the facilities and
opportunities necessary to enhance their welfare to
enable them to realize their full potential and
advancement.
(2) The State shall protect women and their rights,
taking into account their unique status and natural
maternal functions in society. 64
In furtherance of this goal, the government established an
affirmative action program in 1989 which supports special seats for
women in parliament. The program specifies that there must be one
woman delegate from each district, as well as one to sit on each local
63 UGANDA (DRAFT) CONST. 12(4).
64 UGANDA (DRAFT) CONST. 14.
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council.65 Extensive protection of women is found in Section 50(3)
which provides that, "[mien and women shall be equal under the law
in all spheres of political, economic, social and cultural life. 66 .This
is a broad-based guarantee of rights. Along with the provision in
section 12(4) which provides for the implementation of programs to
promote the equality of women, this is a very powerful inclusion in
the constitution. It offers an exemplary model for countries also
seeking to protect and promote the rights of women.
Women were included in the process of writing the
Constitution as well as through the Constituent Assembly. The
Assembly was formed with the purpose of debating the draft
constitution. In order to ensure that it was a democratic process,
inclusive of all groups in society, the Assembly was composed of
directly elected military persons, women, worker and youth
representatives. 67  There was also a constitutional Consultative
Program for Women that was implemented in conjunction with
several NGOs which organized workshops resulting in a plan of
action for the Consultative Program.68 Through the Consultative
Program this Ministry was able to develop materials on the
constitution-making powers and the need for women to participate in
the process.69 This enabled women not only to discuss the
constitutional issues, but also the legal issues which directly affect
their efforts to improve their rights, conditions and socio-economic
status.70  As a result of these efforts, a report of the women's
recommendations was compiled and submitted to the Constitutional
6s See Joe Oloka-Onyango, Human Rights in Selected Developing Countries:
Uganda, in HUMAN RIGHTS IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES YEARBOOK 365,400 (Peter
Baehr, et al. eds., 1996).
66 UGANDA (DRAFT) CONST. 50(3).
67 See Oloka-Onyanga, supra note 65, at 377.
68 See Norah Matovu, Women's Participation in the Democratisation Process in
Uganda, in EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN IN THE PROCESS OF DEMOCRATISATION:
EXPERIENCES IN KENYA, UGANDA AND TANZANIA: DOCUMENTATION OF AN
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE HELD IN DAR-ES SALAAM, TANZANIA SEPT. 5-6
1994 46, 51 (Ludgera Klemp, ed., 1994).69 See id.
70 See id.
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Commission for consideration in formulating a draft constitution.7
The women fighting for equality in Uganda recognized prior
to the adoption of the 1995 Constitution that:
[L]egal reform per se cannot act as a panacea for
women's problems and that legislation alone cannot
secure women's equality. . . . law reform is an
essential step by way of establishing a sound
foundation on which to construct a platform of true
emancipation. The reform of legal mechanisms must
be viewed as only one facet of the struggle rather than
as an end in and of itself.72
This is important from the perspective that the fight for legal rights
is not the only war to be waged in attaining equality for women, but
social welfare concerns must also be addressed to confront women's
inequality. Furthermore, it caused the women's movement in Uganda
to seek not only the legal rights, but also mechanisms to promote and
protect equality in society not limited to the legal realm. These
include affirmative action programs and quota systems in Parliament
reserving seats for women. Regardless of these legal gains, the
"political and economic forces that influence [the law reform]
process, exacerbate the problem in addition to the socio-cultural
attitudes that are manifestly hostile to legislative measures promoting
women's interests."73
C. The Tanzanian Experience
Before independence was achieved in Tanzania, women's
associations were only found within male dominated political parties.
Women's sections within these parties were referred to as the
women's wings and represented the only formal structures facilitating
71 See id.
2 Sylvia Tamale, Law Reform and Women's Rights in Uganda, 1 EAST AFR. J. OF
PEACE &HUM. RTS. 164, 165 (1993).
73 id. at 166.
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political participation among women. 74 The number of female MPs
increased from 1.9% in 1961 to 10% in 1990, showing some degree
of success (if membership to Parliament is considered to be an
indicator of successful political participation). 75 This increase was
attributed to the efforts by women's organizations to encourage
women to run for Parliamentary seats. Other contributing factors
include an increasing literacy rate of women and more gender-
sensitized men, as well as the concerted effort to address women's
inequality taken by the ruling party.76 One of the mobilization efforts
involved the production of radio shows where men and women were
invited to discuss issues ranging from democracy, economics, politics
and gender.
D. The Kenyan Experience
Women's political participation in Kenya was constrained by
many factors. For example, women have faced "gender-role
stereotypes, male resistance to women's participation, more limited
resources with which to participate, and political structures and
processes that impede women's political activity. 77Women in Kenya mobilized themselves in an effort to win
seats in the 1992 elections in that country. A National Women's
Convention was organized with the purpose of sensitizing and
conscientizing. It brought women together from the grassroots level
to the national level. The Convention organized the National
Commission on the Status of Women which held a national training
workshop to train women candidates who had declared their intention
74 See Bertha Koda & Rose Shayo, Women and Politics in Tanzania, in
EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN IN THE PROCESS OF DEMOCRATISATION: EXPERIENCES
OF KENYA, UGANDA AND TANZANIA, Documentation of an International
Conference held in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania 5-6 Sept. 1994, 5 (Ludgera Klemp
ed., 1994).
75 See id. at 10-11.
76 See id. at 11.
77 Maria Nzomo, Kenyan Women in Politics and Public Decision Making,
AFRICAN FEMINISM: THE POLITICS OF SURVIVAL IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA 232,234
(Gwendolyn Mikell, ed., 1997).
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to run for office.7" This program of advocacy, mobilization and
sensitization helped to gain representation of women in parliament in
Kenya. The effort was an achievement. Over 250 women ran for
civic and parliamentary seats in the December 1992 elections, which
represented more than a 100% increase over previous elections, with
6 women being elected to Parliament and approximately 45 elected
to Councils.79
E. The Namibian Experience
Similar to Kenyan women, Namibian women's political
participation came with their involvement in liberation movements.
Namibia has included in its Constitution provisions specifically
advancing those who have historically been disadvantaged, such as
women.80  Under that authority, Namibia enacted the Local
Authorities Act 8' which provides for an affirmative action type
program. It requires that a minimum number of candidates for
election to municipal, town and village councils be women.82 This
represents a further protection of women's right to access in the
71 See Maria Nzomo, Empowering Women for Democratic Change in Kenya:
Which Way Forward?, in EMPOWERMENT AND THE LAW: STRATEGIES OF THIRD
WORLD WOMEN 24, 30 (Margaret Schuler ed., 1986).
79 See id. at 30-31.
80 See NAMIBIAN CONST. art 23(2)-(3), reprinted in HUMAN RIGHTS:
FUNDAMENTAL INSTRUMENTS & DOcUMENTS 505 (Essop Patel & Chris Watters,
eds., 1994).
81 See Local Authorities Act, No. 23 of 1992 (Namibia). The Act specifically
provides that:
For the purposes of any election contemplated in paragraph (I)
of subsection (1), each party shall contain - -
(a) in the case of a municipal council or town council
consisting of 10 or more fewer members or a village
council, at least two; or
(b) in the case of a municipal council or town council
consisting of 10 or more numbers, at least three
names of female persons as candidates in respect of
such elections.
Section 6(3) Local Authorities Act, No. 23 of 1992 (Namibia).
82 See id.
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political arena through holding public office. In interviews with
women from various political parties throughout Namibia, where
women were asked to suggest methods to promote gender equality in
the political arena, most suggested education and encouraging women
to develop leadership skills. A few suggested that it was important
to develop a culture of gender equality, including the workplace and
the home. Only a handful mentioned conscientizing men of women's
equality, which is evidence that the problem is still viewed as resting
with women rather than with society as a whole.83 The affirmative
action program did appear to make a difference in the elections by
encouraging participation by women at the local level in that the party
lists were revised so as to include women in compliance with the
affirmative action program.8 4 Interestingly, the southern part of
Namibia showed greater participation by women which can be
attributed to the fact that women in the south are already active in
community issues and have become known as leaders. This is due in
part to the fact that many are single mothers and widows who have
been forced to face such problems independently.85
"The participation of Namibian women in the national
liberation struggle by itself created a consciousness amongst women
which enabled them to start questioning attitudes that prevented them
from active participation, and to raise issues which affected them
directly as women. 86 Thus, their initial mobilization as part of the
nationalization movement led to their mobilization as women seeking
equal rights in the Constitution.
F. The South African Experience
The South African experience may be the most relevant for
Zimbabwe because the historical experiences and cultures of South
8 See Dianne Hubbard & Kaveri Kavari, Affirmative Action for Women in Local
Government in Namibia, 25 (Legal Assistance Center, Windhoek, Namibia, June
1993) (unpublished paper on file with Harare Legal Projects Centre).
'4 See id. at 27.
85 See id. at 28.
86 Gawanas, supra note 13, at 144.
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Africa and Zimbabwe are similar to a certain degree. South Africa
today has a new Constitution which includes many rights for women.
Women were active in the process of negotiating the new
Constitution and the interim Constitution.
The period of negotiation of the interim constitution is
illustrative of the process of the inclusion of women in the
constitutional negotiating process. The first concrete evidence of
women organizing in the interest of fighting for women's rights can
be found in 1990 with the Malibonge Conference of ANC women in
exile and those remaining inside the country. The Conference
resulted in the development of a 'Programme of Action' expressing
the need to build a women's movement in the country along united,
non-racial lines.87 The demands expressed at that Conference
included:
-the preamble contain a clause explaining gender
oppression and its impact on society;
-a constitutional duty to be placed on the state to
ensure racial and gender equality, in addition to an
equality clause;
-the Constitution protect women from cultural
practices that discriminated against them;
-the Constitution recognize reproductive rights;
-gender and race equality 'trump' all other rights; and
-women be able to participate in law-making and
enforcement and in writing the Constitution.8
The acknowledgment of the importance of women's rights by
the ANC played a major part in the mobilization of women during the
transition period. The ANC triggered the mobilization by both
calling women to speak out and by developing its own policies and
programmes seeking the, advancement and development of women
through the inclusion of women into the reform process, specifically
' See Catherine Albertyn, Women and the transition to democracy in South Africa,
1994 ACTA JURIDICA 39, 48.
88 Id. 48-49.
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the inclusion of women's interests in a new constitution. The initial
mobilization of women in 1990 was attributable to the ANC calling
upon its women to become active in the creation of a non-sexist
South Africa, to initiate a national debate for a Charter of Women's
Rights to define what equality for women should mean in the
constitutional context of South Africa at that time, and to ensure that
these issues were included in any constitutional debate.89 The ANC
issued a statement to this effect, stating that the intention was to have
"in their own voices women define the issues of greatest concern to
them and establish procedures for ensuring that the rights claimed are
made effective." 90 This was a noble attempt to try to mobilize women
by challenging them into participate in the constitutional reform
process by forcing them to consider what rights they wanted
protected and then to act to obtain their inclusion in the new
constitution. An essential element of the strategy was the
development of a women's rights movement in South Africa, which
was initiated by the ANC's Women's League (ANCWL) but soon
afterward gained a momentum of its own.91
The ANCWL held a meeting involving 40 organizations to
further the prospect of joining to develop a Women's Charter.9
These women had a common link in that they needed to fight against
exclusion and for the legitimacy of their participation as women and
for equality.93 The exclusion that women suffered served as a
common, unifying link, bringing them together to work toward their
inclusion, despite the fact that they would otherwise define the
content of other gender issues differently. This unity enabled women
to develop an alliance in the form of the Women's National Coalition
'9 See id. at 49-50.
90 Statement of the National Executive Committee of the African National
Congress on the Emancipation of Women in South Africa at 4, quoted in Albertyn,
supra note 87, at 50.
9' See id.
92 See id.
93 See id.
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(WNC). 9 4
The role of the WNC was to "to co-ordinate a national
campaign for the development and education of women which
w[ould] (1) acquire and disseminate information about women's
needs and aspirations and (2) unify women in formulating and
adopting a Charter to entrench equality for women in the new
Constitution. 95 The WNC worked to both mobilize and educate
women on women's issues and women's rights at the grassroots level
(creating a social movement). It also waged a political campaign
seeking the inclusion of women's interests and demands in a
Women's Charter (political campaign). Rights were an important
tool in the campaign, representing an issue around which women
could mobilize to work for legal and constitutional guarantees to
protect women's equality.96
The difficulties that were faced in this effort were formidable,
but not insurmountable. First, the development of the social
movement was challenged by a group and organizations that had
limited common history and experiences. Second, the development
sought to unite women as a gender in a society that had historically
been divided by race and class. Furthermore, limited resources, time,
money and personnel strained the effort.97
The message brought by the women leaders to the
constitutional negotiation process regarding customary law was
crucial. They brought to the forefront of the debate the
discriminatory aspects of the traditional leadership system. The
system was inherently discriminatory because it was insulated from
the electoral process, and is perpetuated in an exclusive manner,
94 The Women's National Coalition was launched 25 April 1992 and consisted of
70 national organizations and 8 regional coalitions each regional coalition being
comprised of regionally based organizations. Over the next two years these
numbers increased to 92 national organizations and 13 regional coalitions. See id.
at 50-51.
9' Constitution of the Women's National Coalition, § 2, quoted in Albertyn, supra
note 87, at 88.
96 See id. at 51.
97 See id. at 51-52.
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which is based on heredity, and is biased against women. 98
Approximately 40% of the population of South Africa live in rural
communities governed by traditional law. The rural population is
comprised predominantly of women, and the traditional law system
was unrepresentative and discriminatory against women. The
women prevailed against the traditional leaders on these points by
pointing out that the current structure of the traditional system was
inconsistent with basic principles of democracy. 99
V. CONCLUSION
The problem of political participation and mobilization of
women is certainly not unique to Zimbabwe. It is an obstacle faced
by many women in many different countries, both developed and
developing alike. From this common struggle lessons can be learned
and shared to help advance the equality of women around the world.
In some developing countries women's political movements arose out
of their countries liberation movements. Yet, such movements do not
always touch the whole population of women in a country. The
country examples illustrated how many of these movements were
grassroots movements, not only arising from the grassroots level but
seeking to involve more women at the grassroots level.
Certainly one major factor common to all of these movements
was education. Education of women regarding not only their rights
but also on the functioning of political processes and the
meaningfulness of the intertwining of their rights with the political
process. It was a crucial point in these movements that efforts be
made to make the women's rights and political processes relevant to
their lives in order for them to truly appreciate the meaning of these
efforts.
Beyond legal change however, it is evident from all of the
country examples that structural legal change was insufficient in itself
to fully address the issue of the equality of women in society. Social
98 See Mokgoro, supra note 11, at 189.
99 See id.
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and economic change needed to accompany legal reforms to
comprehensively confront women's inequality. This was addressed
in different countries in such forms as the establishment of women's
commissions within the government to advance women's rights
through implementing programs, the establishment of women's
wings in political parties, and quotas for women's representation at
various levels of government. The key was to create efforts to
implement the legal equality established by the granting of rights.
The main lesson to be drawn from these illustrations is that
although this is a problem common to women around the world, it is
ultimately surmountable. Certainly cultural differences may dictate
that certain efforts will work better than others to facilitate women's
political participation, but there are many tools that have been utilized
successfully in different countries. It is a process in itself and cannot
be achieved overnight, but these examples illustrate how women can
mobilize to fight for and achieve greater equality in their country.

